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Editor’
s note: The State/Tribal Economic Development
Commission is beginning work on a first-ever comprehensive
assessment o f the economic status o f American Indians in
Montana. The Commission has asked the Bureau to look at data
to help with the assessment.
As a first step, the Bureau studied selected data from the 2000
Census o f Population, analyzed the attitudes and opinions of
American Indians about work-related topics, and provided an
explanation for different measures o f American Indian unemploy
ment.
The following report has been submitted to the Commission,
but does not represent their position or opinions.

Characteristics off
American Indians on
Montana Reservations

T

percent o f the residents o f Rocky Boy’
s and roughly 94.89
percent o f the Fort Belknap reservations identified them
selves as American Indians. By contrast, American Indians
are a minority on the Flathead Reservation; only 30 percent
o f the population identified themselves as American Indian.
American Indians are, on average, much younger than
other Montanans. The median age for American Indians was
24-1 years, as compared with 37.5 years for the total popula
tion o f Montana. The youngest American Indians were on
the Northern Cheyenne and Rocky Boy’
s reservations, with
medians o f 20.2 and 20.1 years, respectively. The oldest were
on the Fort Peck Reservation, where the median age was
30.2 years.
The lower median age for American Indians can be
attributed to two factors —relatively few elderly people and
far more young people. Data not presented in Table 2 show
that in 2000, about 39 percent o f American Indians were less
than 18 years o f age, as compared with 25 percent o f the

he decennial census provides unique once-adecade data on a variety o f economic and
demographic characteristics. The 2000 Census
included a new feature allowing analysis o f American
Indians living on reservations. Census data are not Table 1
American Indians and Total Persons
perfect because their accuracy depends on complete
Montana and American Indian Reservations,
ness, and this has been an issue on Indian reservations.
2000
Nevertheless, the census data provide information that
is not available elsewhere.
Total
American
Percent
According to the 2000 Census, there were 65,945
of Total
Persons
Indians
self-identified American Indians in Montana, or about
7.3 percent o f the total population. Approximately
M on tan a
902,195
7.3%
65,945
37,871 American Indians, or about 57.4 percent, lived
T otal All R ese rv a tion s
63,592
37,871
59 .6%
on one of the state’
s seven reservations.
B la ck fe e t R eserv a tion
10,100
8,665
85 .8%
As shown in Table 1, the Blackfeet and the Flathead
C
row
R
eserv
a
tion
5,274
6,894
76.5%
reservations were the largest, with 8,665 and 7,853
American Indian residents, respectively. Rocky Boy’
s
F lath ead R eserv a tion
26,172
7,853
30 .0%
(2,598) and the Fort Belknap (2,805) reservations were
F ort B elk n a p R eserv a tion
94 .8%
2,959
2,805
the smallest.
F ort P e ck R eserv a tion
10,321
63 .7%
6,574
American Indians are not the only people living on
No. C h ey en n e R eserv a tion
4,470
4,102
91.8%
reservations. Across all seven reservations in Montana,
R ock y B oy’
s R eserv a tion
2,676
97.1%
2,598
approximately 59.6 percent o f the residents said they
were American Indians. This percentage varies signifi
Source: U.S. Bureau or the Census, 2000 Census o f Population and Housing.
cantly from one reservation to another. About 97.1
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Table 2
Age and Housing Status, Montana and American Indian Reservations, 2000
Median Age (years)

---------

Occupied Housing Units

Both
Sexes

Males

Females

Total

M ontana T otal

37.5

36.6

38.5

358,667

M ontana A m erican In d ian s

24.1

23.0

25.4

19,149

B la ck feet R eserv a tion

24.5

23.0

26.1

C row R eserv ation

23.1

21.7

F lath ead R eserv ation

24.1

F ort B elk n ap R eserv a tion
F ort P eck R eserv a tion

Percent
of Total

Renter
Occupied

247,723

69.1

110,944

30.9

9,690

50.6

9,459

49.4

2,429

1,351

55.6

1,078

44.4

24.2

1,861

1,320

70.9

541

29.1

22.9

25.6

2,6 46

1,600

60.5

1,046

39.5

22.0

21.0

23.7

772

419

54.3

353

45.7

30.2

29.2

31.3

1,764

930

52.7

83 4

47.3

No. C h eyen n e R eserv a tion

20.2

19.4

21.4

1,021

524

51.3

497

48.7

R ocky B oy’
s R eserv ation

20.1

19.3

20.9

618

265

42.9

35 3

57.1

Source: U.S. Bureau o f the Census, 2000 Census o f Population and Housing.

total population. About 5 percent o f American Indians were
over 65 years old, while 13.5 percent o f M ontana’
s popula
tion was over 65.
In 2000, American Indians occupied about 19,145
housing units in Montana. About 50.6 percent o f the Indian
households were owner-occupied, as compared to 69.1
percent for the entire population. The highest percentages
for American Indian owner-occupied housing were on the
Crow and Flathead reservations, reporting 70.9 percent and
60.5 percent of the total, respectively. The Fort Belknap, Fort
Peck, and the Northern Cheyenne reservations reported
roughly equal owner-occupied figures o f 51 to 54 percent.
Approximately 42.9 percent o f the American Indian housing
units on the Rocky Boy’
s Reservation were owner-occupied.
American Indians generally reported fewer years of
education than other Montanans. There are indications,
however, that specialized programs and tribal colleges are
having a measurable impact on the educational attainment
of Indians in Montana. Approximately 25.6 percent o f all
Montanans said they had some post-high-school education,
and 5.9 percent said they had earned an associate degree
(Table 3). Both of these figures were higher among American
Indians, and they were much higher on several reservations.
For example, 14.6 percent o f the American Indians on both
the Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy’
s reservations said they had
associate degrees, more than double the statewide average.
Tribal colleges emphasize two-year and other non-degree
programs, which would result in the higher percentages in
these two categories.
American Indians are employed in a wide variety of
industries (Table 4). Health care and social assistance was
the largest category, employing about 3,353 American
Indians statewide. Public administration (which includes all '

Owner
Occupied

Percent
of Total

I n d ia n s

A merican I n d ia n s

Table 3
Educational Attainment
American Indians and Others 25 Years and Older
Montana and American Indian Reservations, 2000
—

Number
1 2 * G ra d e o r le s s (no d iplom a )

75,358

-

M o n ta n a ----------Ameri can
India ns

Tota
Popula Uon
Percent

Number

American Indians
Crow
Reservation

Blackf set
Reserva tlon

—
Flattu sad
Reserv ation

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

24.9

592

23.4

89 6

24.2

12.8

7,489

23.1

1,058

H igh S c h o o l G ra d u a te ( in clu d es GED)

183,415

31.3

9,634

29.7

1,089

25.7

756

29.9

1,141

30.8

S o m e p o s t HS, n o d e g r e e

150,467

25.6

8,756

27.0

1,165

27.5

784

31.0

913

24.6

A sso cia te D e g ree

34,420

5.9

2,844

8.8

524

12.4

132

5.2

301

8.1

B a ch e lo r’
s D e g ree

100,758

17.2

2,595

8.0

245

5.8

199

7.9

29 6

8.0

G ra d u a te D e g ree
P e rso n s 2 5 y e a rs a n d o ld e r

42,203

7.2

1,098

3.4

161

3.8

62

2.5

157

4.2

586,621

100.0

32,416

100.0

4,242

100.0

2,525

100.0

3,7 04

100.0

-

Fort Peck
Reservatlon

Fort Bel knap
Reservatlon

1 2 * G ra d e o r le s s (no diplom a)

American Indians
Rocky E o / s
Reserva tion

No. Chelyenne
Reserv ation

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

329

25.2

811

27.3

468

26.3

213

Percent
19.8

H igh S c h o o l G ra d u a te ( in clu d es GED)

236

18.1

96 7

32.5

542

30.4

28 4

26.4

S o m e p o s t HS, N o d e g r e e

414

31.7

707

23.8

43 8

24.6

313

29.1

A sso cia te D e g ree

190

14.6

241

8.1

190

10.7

157

14.6

B a ch e lo r’
s D e g ree

104

8.0

211

7.1

121

6.8

71

6.6

31

2.4

38

1.3

21

1.2

39

3.6

1,304

100.0

2,975

100.0

1,780

100.0

1,077

100.0

G ra d u a te D e g ree
P e rson s 2 5 y e a rs a n d o ld e r

Source: U.S. Bureau o f the Census, 2000 Census o f Population and Housing.

forms o f government) and educational services were second
and third, employing 3,200 and 2,660 respectively.
The employment distributions reflect the differing
economies o f the reservations. The relatively high percentage
o f mine workers on the Crow and Northern Cheyenne
reservations, both more than double the statewide average,
are testimony to coal mines in the area. The relatively large
number o f Indians employed in health care on the Crow
Reservation may reflect the Bureau o f Indian Affairs hospital
there.
Manufacturing accounted for 11.9 percent o f the em
ployed American Indians on the Flathead Reservation,
almost twice the statewide figure. This large percentage was
due to the local wood products industry, Jore Manufacturing,
and the tribes’econom ic development efforts emphasizing
manufacturing activities. The manufacturing percentage may
understate the true figure because some employees o f tribal
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Mo ntana Busin ess Quarterly /Winter 2 0 0 4

manufacturing firms may not have considered themselves as
tribal employees. This potential misclassification may also
explain the relatively low reported figure for manufacturing
on the Fort Peck Reservation, where A & S Industries and
other manufacturing enterprises are important tribal under
takings.
The median household income for American Indians was
$22,824, more than $10,000 less than the $33,024 reported
for all Montanan households (Table 5).
The median household income on the Crow Reservation
was $28,199, almost $10,000 more than the $18,484 reported
on the Fort Peck Reservation. This difference was not
because o f a few wealthy people; the Crow Reservation
actually reported the lowest percentage o f households in the
$100,000 or greater category. A closer look at the figures
reveals that the Crow Reservation reported by far the lowest
percentage in the less than $10,000 income category.

-

2______________________________________ ________________________

A m erican

In d ia n s

Table 4
Employment by Industry
Montana and American Indian Reservations, 2000
—

M o n ta n a ----------------

Total
Populatl on

-

American
Indians

American Indians
Crow
Reserval don

Blackfeet
Reservation

Hath sad
Reserv ation

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Pisrcent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

29,109

6.8

1,096

5.2

310

9.9

65

4.2

178

6.9

4,582

1.1

273

1.3

0

0.0

51

3.3

9

0.3

C on stru ction

31,724

7.4

1,730

8.1

20 6

6.5

54

3.5

202

7.8

M an u factu rin g

25,414

6.0

925

4.4

22

0.7

0

0.0

306

11.9

W h olesa le tra d e

12,937

3.0

26 7

1.3

24

0.8

6

0.4

5

0.2

R etail tra d e

54,468

12.8

1,980

9.3

244

7.8

97

6.3

194

7.5

T ran sp ortation an d w a reh ou sin g

18,632

4.4

571

2.7

82

2.6

18

1.2

26

1.0

A griculture, forestry, fish in g a n d h u n tin g
M ining

U tilities

4,477

1.1

222

1.0

30

1.0

14

0.9

92

3.6

in form ation

9,283

2.2

182

0.9

13

0.4

8

0.5

27

1.0

23,351

5.5

63 6

3.0

77

2.4

18

1.2

99

3.8

F inance, in su ra n ce, real e s ta te
an d ren tal an d le a sin g
P rofession a l, scie n tific, m a n a gem en t,
adm in istrative, a n d w a ste m a n a gem en t
se r v ice s

27,654

6.5

96 8

4.6

116

3.7

35

2.3

87

3.4

E du ca tion al se r v ice s

41,367

9.7

2,660

12.5

534

17.0

304

19.6

291

11.3

H ealth ca r e a n d s o c ia l a s s is ta n c e

51,078

12.0

3,353

15.8

547

17.4

327

21.1

317

12.3

44,135

10.4

2,194

10.3

157

5.0

80

5.2

207

8.0

adm in istration )

22,471

5.3

986

4.6

140

4.5

18

1.2

112

4.3

P u b lic a dm in istra tion

25,295

5.9

3,200

15.1

644

20.5

455

29.4

427

16.6

425,977

100.0

21,243

100.0

3,146

100.0

1,550

100.0

2,579

100.0

A rts, en terta in m en t, recrea tion ,
a cco m m o d a tion an d fo o d s e r v ice s
O th er s e r v ice s (ex cep t p u b lic

T otal p e r so n s 16 y e a rs a n d o ld e r

-

Fort Peck
Reservation

Fort Bi)lknap
Resenration

A griculture, forestry, fish in g an d h u n tin g
M ining
C on stru ction

American Indians
Rocky Boy's
Resen ation

No. Ch<syenne
Reserv ation

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

55

7.1

102

6.2

37

3.6

20

Percent
3.1

6

0.8

25

1.5

37

3.6

4

0.6
7.2

66

8.5

134

8.1

69

6.7

47

M anufacturing

5

0.6

30

1.8

19

1.8

7

1.1

W h olesa le tra d e

2

0.3

17

1.0

11

1.1

6

0.9

50

6.5

116

7.0

60

5.8

21

3.2

8

1.0

33

2.0

3

0.3

6

0.9

2

0.3

R etail tra d e
T ran sportation an d w a reh ou sin g
U tilities

6

0.8

9

0.5

22

2.1

In form ation

0

0.0

6

0.4

2

0.2

4

0.6

33

4.3

56

3.4

19

1.8

15

2.3

Finance, in su ran ce, rea l e s ta te
an d ren tal an d le a sin g
P rofession a l, scie n tific, m an agem en t,
adm in istrative, an d w a ste m a n a gem en t
s e r v ice s

7

0.9

43

2.6

26

2.5

17

2.6

E du ca tion al s e r v ice s

128

16.5

239

14.4

286

27.7

171

26.2

H ealth ca re an d s o c ia l a s s is ta n c e

184

23.7

281

17.0

162

15.7

86

13.2

23

3.0

155

9.4

50

4.8

69

10.6

19

2.5

69

4.2

21

2.0

22

3.4

P u b lic a dm in istra tion

183

23.6

342

20.6

207

20.1

155

23.8

T otal p e r so n s 16 y e a rs an d o ld e r

775

100.0

1,657

100.0

1,031

100.0

652

100.0

Arts, en tertain m en t, recrea tion ,
a ccom m od a tion an d fo o d s e r v ice s
____® u ,er s e r v ice s (ex cep t p u b lic adm in istration )

Source: U.S. Bureau o f the Census, 2000 Census o f Population and Housing.
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Table 5
Household Income, by Category
Montana and American Indian Reservations, 2000
-

-------M o n ta n a --------------Tot! 1
Popula tlon
Number

Americ;in
Indian s

Percent

Number

Crow
Reservation

BlackfetIt
Reservati on

Percent

American Indians

—
Flatheiid
Reserva don

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

23.7

179

14.6

548

21.4

40,535

11.3

4,243

22.2

580

$10,001 t o 29,999

121,275

33.8

7,425

38.8

920

37.6

460

37.4

942

36.8

$3 0,000 t o 59,999

123,926

34.5

5,342

27.9

686

28.0

43 6

35.5

725

28.3

$60,000 t o 99,999

53,358

14.9

1,717

9.0

211

8.6

144

11.7

279

10.9

389

2.0

53

2.2

10

0.8

68

2.7

100.0

2,562

100.0

L e ss th an $10,000

$100,000 a n d a b o v e
T otal H ou seh old

5.6

19,976
359,070

100.0

19,116

100.0

2,450

100.0

1,229

M edian h ou se h o ld in co m e
in 1999 (dollars)

$22,824

$33,024

--------------------------------------------------------Fort Belknap
Reservation
Number
L e ss th an $10,000

American Indians

Fort Peck
Reservation

$25,970

$28,199

$23,916

-------------------------------------------------------

No. Cheyenne
Reservation

Rocky Boy's
Reservation

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Number

25.1

457

25.2

260

25.3

96

24.2
32.6

197

Percent

$10,001 t o 29,999

299

38.0

850

46.9

400

39.0

129

$3 0,000 to 59,999

199

25.3

374

20.6

275

26.8

119

30.1

$6 0,000 t o 99,999

76

9.7

110

6.1

77

7.5

43

10.9

$100,000 a n d a b o v e

15

1.9

23

1.3

14

1.4

9

2.3

1,814

100.0

1,026

100.0

396

100.0

T otal H ou seh old

786

100.0

M edian h ou se h o ld in co m e
in 1999 (dollars)

$21,458

$18,464

$22,179

$25,333

Source: U.S. Bureau o f the Census, 2000 Census o f Popuiatior and Housing.

Furthermore, there were relatively more households on the
Crow Reservation in the middle-income categories from
$30,000 to $99,000. These households may include people
with relatively good-paying mining and BIA hospital jobs.

Attitudes about
Work-Related Topics

In 2002, the Bureau o f Business and Economic Research
surveyed the attitudes and opinions o f American Indians in
Montana about important labor market topics for the state
Department o f Labor and Industry.
The race identification questions in the questionnaire
followed the concepts and procedures developed by the U.S.
Census Bureau. There were 411 completed interviews with
self-identified American Indians —a number sufficient to
provide valid analyses o f adult American Indians with
telephones in Montana. There were not enough responses to
derive separate estimates for each reservation.
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W hen asked what kind o f a job they preferred, American
Indian respondents overwhelmingly said they wanted a full
time position working during the day. About 84.4 percent of
the American Indian respondents said they preferred a full
time position, which was not statistically different from the
77.8 percent o f non-Indians who responded the same way.
Approximately 68.7 percent of American Indians said they
preferred to work during the day, which is also statistically
equal to the 71.1 percent o f non-Indians who gave the same
response.
O n average, American Indians said they preferred to work
33.7 hours per week - again, statistically identical to the
average o f 33.2 hours preferred by non-Indians.
When searching for a job, American Indians said they
relied upon:
• The newspaper (77.7 percent),
• Word o f mouth (76.0 percent),
• Contact employer directly (49.2 percent), and
• The local job service (43.6 percent).

A m e r ic a n

With the exception o f reversing newspapers and word of
mouth, non-Indians expressed the same preferences.
Respondents were asked about desirable benefits and
what type of firm they would like to work for (Tables 6 and
7). The top five non-wage benefits considered by American
Indians were:
• Paid vacation (96.6 percent),
• On-the-job training (96.1 percent),
• Paid holidays (96.0 percent),
• Sick leave (94.4 percent), and
• Retirement plan (93.8 percent).
Child care was the only job benefit for which American
Indians and non-Indians differed. American Indians gave
higher importance to child care than non-Indians. Child care
repeatedly appeared as an important work-related topic
among American Indians.
American Indians and non-Indians ranked industries
almost identically as desirable places to work. American
Indians ranked engineering research firms as the most
desirable place to work, followed by software-development
companies and technical consulting companies. Non-Indians
also ranked these industries as their top three; the only
difference was they reversed technical consulting and
software-development firms.
Jobs with outbound telemarketing firms were judged least
desirable by both American Indians and non-Indians.
Welding/fabrication plant jobs and insurance claims positions
were next in line as undesirable by both American Indians
and non-Indians.
Almost three-fourths o f the American Indians surveyed
said they had experience with computers. This was not
statistically different from the 81.3 percent o f the nonIndians who said they had experience with computers. When
asked to rate their skills in specific computer applications,
American Indians and non-Indians rated themselves about
the same. About 48.4 percent o f the American Indians said
they were skilled to very skilled in word processing, compared
with 54.5 percent of the non-Indians.
American Indians were generally more willing than nonIndians to be educated or accept training in work-related
areas, but the differences were not statistically significant in
specific categories. For example, 76 percent o f the American
Indians surveyed said they would accept training in information/computer technology as compared to 67.9 percent o f the
non-Indians. Similarly, 50.3 percent o f the American Indians
queried said they would accept training in the construction
trade, while 39.7 percent o f the non-Indians gave the same
response.
Child care was identified as one o f the most important
job-related benefits for American Indians. About 13.7
percent of the American Indian respondents said they used
child care, well above the 8.3 percent o f non-Indians who
gave the same response. American Indians averaged 1.3
children per household for those using child care, not
statistically different from 1.5 children per household for
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Table 6
Iff you w ere to take/change a job,
how important do you consider
these job benefits?
[Percent saying somewhat or very
important)
American
Indians

NonIndians
84.5

H ealth in su ra n ce

89.9

C h ild ca r e

58.4

37.5

F lex ible h ou rs

84.8

80.5

S ick lea v e

94.4

88.1

T uition reim bu rsem en t

82.6

71.3

P rofit sh a rin g

70.1

76.6

R etirem en t plan

93.8

93.0

P aid v a ca tion

96.6

95.3

P aid h olid a y s

96.0

93.4

On th e J ob T raining

96.1

94.7

D ifferen tial pay

87.7

80.8

178

1 ,1 7 7

R e sp o n d e n ts

Source: Montana Rural and Urban Labor Markets Survey 2003. Bureau
o f Business and Economic Research, Th e University o f Montana*
Missoula.

Table 7
Would you work for...?
[Percent saying yes]
American
Indians

NonIndians

W eld in g fa b rica tion pla n t

40.4

38.0

M an u factu rin g pla n t

47.2

47.6

S oftw a re d e v elop m en t com pa n y

59.6

53.6

C u stom er se rv ice ca ll ce n ter

44.9

40.3

F in an cial s e r v ice ca ll ce n ter

44.9

45.3

In su ra n ce cla im s ce n ter

34.3

36.5

O u tbou n d telem a rk etin g com pa n y

14.0

5.7

T ech n ical co n su ltin g com pa n y

57.3

61.5

E n gin eerin g re se a rch com pa n y

60.7

62.1

178

1 ,1 7 8

R e sp o n d e n ts

Source: Montana Rural and Urban Labor Markets Survey 2003. Bureau
o f Business and Economic Research, The University o f Montana*
Missoula.
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Table 8
Labor Force Status
Montana, American Indians Reservations
American India
Fort Belknap
Reservation

P op u la tion 16 an d o ld e r

701,168

43,108

5,563

3,341

5,180

1,727

3,928

2,457

980

In la b o r fo r c e

45 8,306

26,074

3,359

1,992

3,043

1,022

2,325

1,334

618

3,619

59

2

0

0

0

3

0

3

C ivilian

454,687

26,015

3,357

1,992

3,043

1,022

2,322

1,334

615

E m p loy ed

425,977

21,243

2,478

1,550

2,579

775

1,657

1,031

43 6

In arm ed fo r c e s

U n em p loyed
N ot in la b o r fo r c e
P e rce n t o f p o p u la tio n 16+
U n e m p lo ym e n t ra te

28,710

4,772

879

442

46 4

247

665

303

179

242,862

17,034

2,2 04

1,349

2,137

705

1,603

1,123

36 2

3 4 .6

3 9 .5

3 9 .6

4 0 .4

4 1 .3

4 0 .8

4 0 .8

4 5 .7

3 6 .9

6 .3

1 8 .3

2 6 .2

2 2 .2

1 5 .2

2 4 .2

2 8 .6

2 2 .7

2 9 .1

Source: U.S. Bureau o f the Census, 2000 Census o f Population and Housing.

non-Indians. Approximately 52.4 percent o f American
Indian households using child care reported they had
problems finding a quality facility, well above the 30 percent
o f non-Indians who reported the same difficulty. In summary,
although it involves relatively few households, child care was
much more important for American Indians, and they had
more trouble finding quality care.

M easurem en t off U nem ploym ent
American Indian unemployment is measured differently
by the U.S. Bureau o f Indian Affairs (BIA) and the U.S.
Bureau o f Labor Statistics (BLS). This discrepancy yields
very different figures reported in the media and elsewhere and leads to the apparent contradictions between two federal
agencies.
As shown in Table 9, the BIA estimated that the 2000-01
unemployment rate on the Fort Peck Reservation was 63
percent. In Table 8, the 2000 Census
(which follows the BLS method)
reported an unemployment rate of
28.6 percent on the same reserva
tion.
The Bureau o f Labor Statistics
unemployment estimates are based
on a survey o f the population, looking
directly at the behavior o f those who
are not working.
People are classified as unemployed if
they do not have a job, have actively
looked for work in the prior four weeks, and
are available for work. Actively looking for
work may consist o f any o f the following activities:

B
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• Contacting an employer directly or having a job
interview; a public or private employment agency;
friends or relatives; a school or university employment
center;
• Sending out resumes or filling out applications;
• Placing or answering advertisements;
• Checking union or professional registers; or
• Some other means o f active job search.
This measure o f the behavior o f those not working is
compared with those counted as part o f the labor force.
BLS labor force measures are based on the civilian noninstitutional population 16 years old and over. Excluded are
people under 16 years o f age, all inmates o f institutions and
persons on active duty in the Armed Forces. All other
members o f the civilian non-institutional population are
eligible for inclusion in the labor force, and those 16 and over
who have a job or are actively looking for one are so classi
fied. The remainder - those who have no job and are not
looking for one - are counted as “
not in
the labor force.”Many who do not
participate in the labor force are going
to school or are retired. Family respon
sibilities keep others out o f the labor
force. Still others have a physical or
mental disability which prevents them
from participating in the labor force.
Using the BLS approach and looking
at the Fort Peck Reservation, Table 8
shows unemployment is equal to the number
o f unemployed (665) divided by the civilian
labor force (2,322) yielding (665/2,322 = .286)
a figure o f 28.6 percent.

A m e r i c a n In d i a n s

Table 9
BIA Calculation off American Indian Unemployment
F ort B e lk n a p A sslln lb o in e &
In d ia n
C om m u n ity

S io u x T ribesF ort P e ck

N o. C h ey en n e
T rib e

C h ip p ew a C ree

6,950

5,426

11,248

8,036

5,728

7,401

6,163

4,921

7,874

5,030

4,372

2,7 54

2,633

1,291

1,169

2,918

2,566

1,714

6,054

4,469

4,353

3,382

4,585

2,183

2,465

A g e 65 & o v e r (3)

558

29 9

519

370

371

281

193

N ot a v a ila b le fo r w ork (4)

463

132

0

343

589

585

172

A v ailable fo r w ork o r to ta l w ork fo r c e (5)

5,591

4,337

4,872

3,039

3,996

1,618

2,486

N um ber e m p lo y e d (6)

1,703

1,464

3,115

875

1,471

1,183

602

N um ber n o t e m p lo y e d (7)

3,888

2,873

1,757

2,164

2,525

435

1,884

70%

66%

36%

71%

63%

27 %

76 %

C o n fe d e r a te d
B la ck fe e t T ribe

C row T ribe o f

S a lish

M on ta n a

K oote n a i

15,410

10,450

T otal e lig ib le fo r s e r v ic e s (l)+(2)+(3)

9,366

A g e u n d er 16 (1)
A ge 16-64 (2)

Tribal en rollm en t (A)

U n em ployed a s % o f la b o r fo r c e (8)

T rib e

Source: Montana Department o f Labor and Industry.

The Bureau of Indian Affairs approach is not based on a
survey, but on population measures where the unemployed
are simply those people who are not working. So Table 9
shows the BIA measure o f unemployment on the Fort Peck
Reservation during 2000-2001 as the number available for
work (3,996) divided into those not employed (2,525),
yielding a 63 percent unemployment rate.
The difference comes from the survey question used by
the Bureau o f Labor Statistics that distinguishes between
those looking for work in the last four weeks from those who
were counted as part o f the population available for work by
the BIA. The BIA counts 2,525 as unemployed, while the
BLS counts 665 as unemployed. This difference o f 1,860 (less
those over 65 amounting to 371 people) is the approximate
34.4 percent difference in the unemployment measures
reported by the two agencies.
When the overall population count on any reservation is
adjusted to match the BIA and the BLS measures o f unem
ployment, we are left with 34 percent to 38 percent differ
ences in unemployment. The differences are explained by
how the BLS and BIA categorize “
discouraged workers.”
Discouraged workers are those who have ceased searching
for a job.

Discouraged workers might want to work, but they have
demonstrated no effort to get a job, so they are removed from
the labor force. Part-time workers are classified as employed,
even though they may want to work full-time. Categorizing
discouraged workers as part o f the labor force would increase
the unemployment rate above the Bureau o f Labor Statistics
level.
To be officially counted as unemployed by the Bureau of
Labor Statistics, a person must be actively seeking work. The
BIA considers discouraged workers as part o f the labor force,
and therefore unemployed.
Work continues to more fully understand the characteris
tics o f Montana’
s American Indian population. The informa
tion, and therefore the research, is essential if legislators,
agency officials, and tribal leaders are to make well-informed
decisions in the years ahead. □
Paul Polzin is director of The University o f Montana Bureau
o f Business and Economic Research. Dennis O ’
Donnell is
currently on leave from UM’
s economics department and has
joined forces with BBER for special research projects.
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Governor
Brian
Schweitzer

Editor’
s note: On Dec. 7, Brian Schweitzer - then Montana’
s
governor^ elect - met with Paul Polzin, director o f the Bureau of
Business and Economic Research; Shannon Fumiss, editor o f the
Montana Business Quarterly; and Julie Ehlers, the Bureau’
s
marketing director, to discuss statewide economic issues and plans
for his administration. We met in the governor-elect’
s transitional
headquarters - a table in a hallway off the Capitol Rotunda.
Staffers were packed into two small offices adjoining the hallway.
Squeezed in-between a press conference and a group appointment,
we conducted a harried interview amidst hammering from a
nearby construction project and a variety of people waiting for a
moment o f Schweitzer’
s time. Though edited for clarity, the
following Q & A includes all the major points of our interview.

MBQ: What are the most important economic issues
facing Montana, and what are your economic development
priorities?
Schweitzer: W e’
re 50th in wages. Any way you want to
look at it, that is not something to be proud of. We lead the
nation in the percent o f our population with two jobs. The
most important thing we need to do is to look at those parts
o f M ontana’
s economy that are most likely to grow fast. I
know that Montana has great opportunities because we lead
the nation. W e’
re No. 1 in the nation in the percent o f our
population that works for an employer with 10 or fewer

1□
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employees. In econom ic development terms, there are
gazelles and there are dinosaurs. And people in economic
development are always looking for gazelles. Small companies
that can re-tool and change their direction on a dime are the
ones that are most likely to be able to accomplish the task of
starting new technology, attracting new technology, and
beginning new businesses. Our challenge in Montana is that
we don’
t have large employers. The largest employer in
Montana is St. Vincent Hospital, with 3,300 employees. I
think the second-largest employer, I may be wrong, is
Stillwater Mine, with about 1,500.1 think Plum Creek has
about 1,400. So, w e’
ve gone from the days o f 50 years ago
where the extractive industry had a large number o f employ
ees and relatively good wages. As you know, I make my living
in the natural-resource industry. As time goes forward, we
will continue to employ fewer people in the natural-resource
industry, no matter how much we rev up the industry, unless
we’
re able to begin adding value to those natural resources.
T here’
s where the challenge comes, and that’
s where the
opportunities for an economy like M ontana’
s are immense.
Let’
s start with maybe the greatest ore body in the western
hemisphere, the Stillwater Mine. It’
s the only supply of
platinum and palladium in the western hemisphere. The
prices o f platinum and palladium are high. That’
s great,
that’
s the good news. The bad news is that there are tens of
thousands o f jobs available in creating catalytic converters.
We have 1,500 jobs at the Stillwater Mine, and yet all o f that
platinum and palladium is shipped out o f state, and they
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make the catalytic converters in New Jersey and California
and overseas. Why aren’
t we making catalytic converters
here? Well, that’
s a rhetorical question, but the answer is
that we don’
t have an education system that is prepared to
churn out the number o f trained technicians that you need
to run manufacturing. For example, if I were to go to the East
Coast tomorrow and convince these folks from New Jersey
that it’
s a good business plan for them to move their catalytic
converter program to Montana, and that w e’
re prepared to
add the cluster o f businesses they need around that manufacturing base, they would ask me: “
D o you have the capabili
ties of churning out the trained technicians that we need?
Just for the beginning plant, w e’
re going to need 180 electri
cians, 75 millwrights, 80 heating and air conditioning people.
Do you have the physical capacity to chum those out from
your colleges o f technology?”
MBQ: This leads into the next question. What role does
the university system play in economic development?
Schweitzer: It is the central role. Because as we redefine
M ontana’
s mission, whether it’
s value-added in mining,
agriculture, or the timber industry, we need trained techni
cians. I mentioned to you who the largest employer in
Montana is - St. Vincent Hospital. These hospitals and the
health-care industry, which is the largest industry in Mon
tana - a $3.3 billion dollar part o f M ontana’
s economy, are
importing young people right now with two-year degrees in
medical technologies. Importing 23-year-old people who
have been trained for two years because we’
re not churning
them out fast enough to satisfy [the hospital’
s] demands.
Remember we said we had the lowest wages in the nation?
And we have the highest tuition in America for colleges of
technology. It’
s higher than any other state - twice as high as
Idaho and Wyoming, a third higher than the Dakotas. So a
lot of young people leave the state before they even start the
curriculum. So we lose those best and brightest very early in
the game. Those who do stay here, we are finding jobs for
them. Ninety-five percent o f the graduates from our colleges
of technology have jobs waiting for them.
MBQ: How does this apply to the universities?
Schweitzer: Well, in the four-year programs, something
like 60 percent o f the graduates are finding jobs in Montana
right now. There are some more statistics that are very
disturbing. O n average across the nation, something like 28
percent of high school graduates are going to colleges of
technology; in Montana, it’
s 16 percent. We have one o f the
highest dropout rates in the nation at our universities. So we
have young people who are making the wrong career choices
very early. They’
re in high school and maybe their mom and
dad are like my mom and dad. My mom and dad didn’
t even
graduate from high school, but their dream was to have
university kids. They wanted those doors opened. That’
s the
dream of Montana families, to get that opportunity. So moms
and dads say, “
You’
re going to college!”Going to college in

their mind means they’
re going to have a doctor, a lawyer, or
an engineer in the family. Well, there are two things that
moms and dads need to understand about lawyers, doctors,
and engineers. First is, it’
s going to be very expensive and
very challenging. Oftentimes, those high school juniors and
seniors who are making those decisions to go off to a univer
sity weren’
t prepared academically or emotionally or in
maturation level. So they go off to the university and they
last two quarters and it wasn’
t right for them. Then they go
back home. We have one o f the highest dropout rates in the
nation. So they go back home and get a menial task job
that’
s delivering pizza or in some service industry. They spend
a couple o f years at that, find somebody to settle down with,
and find that they don’
t make enough money even working
three or four jobs between the two o f them to raise a family.
Then they leave.
So our challenges are to help counselors help families give
good information to these high school students, so that more
o f them are going to colleges o f technology. Those who
decide after two years that they have a quest for learning,
let’
s say they studied civil engineering and they could go into
the construction business and earn $50,000. But a light went
on. They suddenly think, “
You know what, I think I’
d like to
be a civil engineer.”Those courses ought to be applicable,
and they ought to be able to send them right up to Montana
State University and they could become a civil engineer. But
in the meantime, let’
s get folks trained for the jobs that we
actually have in Montana. For 95 percent o f these graduates
from colleges o f technology, jobs are waiting for them. In
fact, I have businesses telling me all over the state they can’
t
grow until they can get more people who are trained in these
disciplines. W e’
re going to put a significant number o f dollars
in scholarships for our colleges o f technology and our
universities. We have one o f the highest misery rates in the
nation —lowest wages, highest tuitions. We have separated
the dream away from middle-class families o f higher educa
tion, and w e’
re going to close the gap.
MBQ: M ontana’
s urban communities continue to grow
and prosper, while the state’
s rural communities are experi
encing population loss and economic declines. Conventional
wisdom holds that more jobs might reverse the declines of
the past 40 years. However, recent surveys question spending
so much effort and money trying to reverse what might be an
inevitable change. W hat’
s your opinion?
Schweitzer: Well, if the leader o f Montana were to say,
“
Well, I guess there’
s nothing we can do, w e’
re just going to
let eastern Montana dry up and blow away,”then I think
that’
s not a very good leader. I understand the rural economy
as well as anybody. That’
s what I do for a living, that’
s where
I grew up, that’
s where I make my living, and there are
phenomenal things that we can be doing. When we look at
wind power alone, we recognize that every state and prov
ince that surrounds Montana has hundreds o f millions of
dollars o f investment in wind power. Some studies show that
we have the fifth-largest natural wind power resources in the
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months and are yield grade
nation, but we haven’
t even
threes. I look them over, that’
s
measured our wind power re
“
There are a lot o f companies
what I’
ve got. I’
ll ship them to
sources. It’
s substantially better
that packing plant. They’
ll be on
than that, I’
m sure. A state like
that are looking at relocation... .
the road for 15 hours and they’
ll
Wyoming which is big in coal, big
I’
m going to sell them on
arrive. Invariably, they’
ll call and
in oil, big in gas, has still found a
M ontana’
s economy. It’
s the
say, “
Well, they’
re nice looking
way to invest in 285 megawatts of
black
steers,
looks
like the age is
wind power. Oregon and Washing
greatest place in the world to
correct, but we think these are
ton, which have far inferior natural
raise a family. It has safe com 
yield grade two. W e’
ll still take
wind supplies to us, have 250
them,
but
we’
re
going
to pay you
megawatts; the Dakotas, 100; and
munities, good schools, and
4 cents less per pound than we
Minnesota and Iowa between 400
opportunities to recreate on
agreed.”Well the reason they
and 500 megawatts. In Montana,
know they can do that, is I can’
t
public lands that have some o f
we still don’
t have a single mega
take them back. I’
ve already
watt. Now, I’
ve been meeting with
the most magical and spectacu
invested in the freight. Worse
people for the last few days who
lar scenery, fishing, and hiking
are looking at significant windyet, if you take cattle off feed, it’
s
going to take 30 days to bring
power investments in the extreme
on this planet. So it’
s quality o f
them back up to full feed again,
rural areas: northeast Montana,
life that will draw these
and I’
ll lose $150 a head. So they
north-central Montana, southknow I’
m going to just take the
central Montana. We have great
companies to Montana.”
gouging. If my feedlot was within
opportunities in wind power; we
need to embrace them.
eight miles and they played that
game with me, I’
d take them
[Another opportunity is]
right back and put them on feed until we can make a deal
ethanol production. All o f the states and provinces that
someplace else. And so that’
s why feedlots and packing
surround Montana have significant investments in ethanol.
plants are co-located.
Well, ethanol makes a lot o f sense for Montana because our
grain farmers have some o f the highest freight rates in the
world. There isn’
t any place in Argentina that has as high of
MBQ: The price o f single-family homes in Missoula rose
16.2 percent since last year, with the growth rate exceeding
freight rates to get their grain to the ocean as we do in
eastern Montana. We have a situation where a third o f the
the national average by 5.1 percent, and other urban areas
value o f our grain every year goes directly to the railroad.
are experiencing similar situations. There is lively debate at
the national level concerning housing bubbles and whether
The Dakotas, Wyoming, Minnesota, and Iowa,
or not house prices will decline or simply stabilize. What do
Saskatchewan and Alberta have all figured out how to build
you think will happen in Montana?
ethanol plants. You’
ll add value to your grain, you’
ll create an
enterprise in those areas where you’
re producing the grain Schweitzer: Well, what do I think will happen in Mon
in rural areas. Most significantly, and a lot o f people don’
t
recognize this, the real value in ethanol is all about livestock.
tana? Housing prices will stabilize at some point, they’
ll
decline at some point. All you need is a little time and both
When you make ethanol, two-thirds of a kernel is carbohy
drate, a third o f it is protein and fiber. So the carbohydrate
o f those things will occur. Interest rates are going to go up.
becomes the energy. W hat’
s left behind is a high-fiber, highprotein, high-quality animal feed; it’
s about 80 percent water,
MBQ: Especially in your neck o f the woods.
so the consistency’
s like oatmeal. So your option at that
point is to dehydrate it and ship it to dairies in California, or
Schweitzer: In all of the western valleys. But interest rates
feed it wet, and so you have an economic advantage for
are going to go up. The dollar has dropped from 88 cents,
feedlots to spring up around each and every one o f these
the Euro to $1.34. W e’
ve devalued the dollar. The only way
ethanol plants. Just so you know, there’
s about 2.5 million
we’
re going to be able to make that work is if we start to get
mother cows in Montana, and nearly all o f their calves leave
investment coming back into the United States. The only
the state. When they’
re young, they’
re fed in feedlots in
way you’
re going to do that is to raise interest rates, and as
another state or province, and those feedlots are co-located
you raise interest rates, it’
s going to put a serious hit on
speculation in real estate.
with those places that process beef. So with ethanol plants,
we’
ll discover what’
s been discovered by all the states and
provinces around us. You’
ll have a concentration o f cattle
MBQ: D o you think affordable housing is something that
feeding. Suddenly, meat packing starts to make sense. [Let’
s
government officials should be looking at?
say] that if I was in the cattle-feeding business in Montana,
and I have been, and I make a contract with a packing plant
Schweitzer: Affordable housing is important. There are
in Idaho, Washington, or Nebraska. The deal seems all right.
communities across western Montana where the people who
I need 1,200- to 1,300- pound black steers that are 18 to 25
educate our children, the people who take care o f our sick,
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the people who take care o f our streets, the ones who work in
the restaurants can’
t live in the communities. It isn’
t more
expensive to build a house in Whitefish or Hamilton than it
is in Sidney. It’
s the land that costs the money. So there have
been some successful urban renewal situations where public
partnerships have had a maintenance o f the land ownership.
re allowed a maximum
Someone can buy the home, they’
inflation o f that real estate over time, and it creates some
affordable housing for families to live in our communities. A
model like that makes sense.
MBQ: With housing prices so high and limited job
opportunities, how do we keep our children in Montana?
Schweitzer: Actually, there are job opportunities that are
exploding around the communities that have the expensive
housing. If it weren’
t for home construction in western
Montana, I would hasten to say that our economy in
Montana wouldn’
t be as robust as it is. That really has been a
bright spot in some otherwise tough times I’
ve crossed. Now,
during the last 18-20 months, energy prices are up, minerals
are up, we had a great wheat crop, cattle prices are high, so it
seems that we’
re hitting on all cylinders right now. But one of
the big engines is home construction.
MBQ: How does your administration plan to increase the
number of jobs that include benefits? What about getting a
handle on the rising health-care costs?
Schweitzer: Well again, lets talk about who works in
Montana. Eighty-five percent o f Montanans work for an
employer with 50 or fewer employees. When you’
re a small
businessperson, it’
s pretty doggone tough for you to get
market power in terms o f your health insurance, and we’
re
now in a situation where you can call Blue Cross/Blue Shield
a monopoly. We need to bring competition back into our
insurance market, and that’
s why we believe that we have a
great opportunity. The tobacco tax has some money available
to help small businesses pool together and give targeted tax
credits for those small businesses that are able to find a way
of getting health-insurance benefits for their employees and
their families. A part of that is pooling so we can get groups
large enough that other insurance companies are interested
in coming back to Montana. And even Blue Cross/Blue
Shield would be interested in formulating new insurance
vehicles. O n the other side, we have plans o f lowering the
costs o f prescription drugs, which is one o f the fastestgrowing parts o f the cost o f health care.
MBQ: How can our state attract more businesses?
Schweitzer: You’
re going to have a governor that’
s going
to be on the road helping to close deals. There are a lot of
companies that are looking at relocation, and we’
re going to
have an economic development office that is out fanning the
bushes looking for companies that would invest in an
economy like Montana. And then I’
m going to sell them on

M ontana’
s economy. It’
s the greatest place in the world to
raise a family. It has safe communities, good schools, and
opportunities to recreate on public lands that have some of
the most magical and spectacular scenery, fishing, and hiking
on this planet. So it’
s quality o f life that will draw these
companies to Montana. Companies that are trying to
maintain their lead in industry have to keep bright young
engineers and marketing people in their fold, because there’
s
somebody always trying to hire them away. More and more
people in Montana are able to demonstrate that we do have
the highest quality o f life, and we’
re going to market quality
o f life as a place for folks to come to be involved in high-tech
or light manufacturing.
MBQ: Montanans can look forward to several tax
changes in 2005. D o you have any particular initiatives in
mind for tax policy?
Schweitzer: I don’
t have enough time as an incoming
governor. I’
m looking at reforming the budget so that it
matches our priorities. We are one o f those economies that
don’
t have a budget deficit. I’
m not looking for any
overarching changes in tax policy. I’
m absolutely not looking
at raising any taxes. I think that the small businesses and
homeowners o f Montana have got as much weight on their
shoulders as they can take with our property taxes. W e’
re not
looking at raising any taxes. W e’
re looking at growing
M ontana’
s economy.
MBQ: Some people want the state to develop policies to
protect and develop amenities, while others would like to
focus on natural-resource industries. W hat’
s your opinion?
Schweitzer: Both.
MBQ: How do we do that?
It’
s easy to do that. When you look at M ontana’
s coal
resources, whether it be the late-night resources or whether
it be the sub-bituminous world-class coal, we’
ve got the
opportunities o f developing wind power and ethanol. We
have world-class ore bodies at Stillwater Mine and, of course,
the Butte mine. We have opportunities to develop more. The
Troy mine is reopening now with copper and silver. We have
sustainable timber resources in Montana.
MBQ: How does that all work out with the environment
and preserving amenities?
Schweitzer: We can continue to do it in a responsible
way. We’
ve made mistakes in the past, but we can stay within
the confines o f environmental impacts and develop our
natural resources. We’
re an energy state, we’
re a metal state,
and we’
re also a state o f very bright people. We will bring
high technology to Montana, we will develop that high
technology around our quality of life. At the same time, we’
re
going to be able to develop our minerals and energy. G
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Education Fu nding

Education Funding

Regional/Historical Perspectives
b y C u rt N ic h o ls

Editor’
s note: This article was first printed in the October
2004 Montana Taxpayer newsletter.
In 2001, as part o f my duties in the state budget office, I
prepared a report for Gov. Judy M artz’
s Public School
Funding Advisory Council, providing historical information
about Montana school funding and looking at comparative
regional and national funding levels. Four years later, this
background information is again relevant because o f Helena
District Judge Jeffrey Sherlock’
s decision finding Montana
school funding inadequate and subsequent suggestions that a
$350-million annual increase in funding is needed. Certainly,
before funding increases equivalent to a 60-percent surtax
on individual income taxes, much more public discussion is
needed about specific problems and specific uses o f any
additional spending.
National and regional data show when school spending
and teacher salaries are viewed in light o f income levels,
Montana compares quite favorably. This is not sufficient
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evidence on its own to conclude that our schools are funded
at higher or lower levels than citizens prefer, that schools are
operating efficiently or effectively, or that our teacher salaries
are high enough to attract sufficient qualified teachers.
However, it does suggest that there is not a general failure to
adequately finance public schools vis-a-vis other states. One
may view it as a suggestion that additional resources should
be targeted at clearly identified problems rather than broadly
applied to increase overall spending levels.
Against a background o f shifting and somewhat complex
state and local funding mixes, school budgets have generally
kept up with inflation on a per-student basis. However,
because o f declining enrollments, this means overall budgets
have grown more slowly than inflation.

Regional and National
Funding Data

M ontana’
s school spending per pupil is below the national
average, yet above most Western states, as shown in Figure 1.

E d u c a t io n
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Figure 1
Current Expendlture/Pupll in Fall Enrollment, FY 2003

Source: National Education Association.

Figure 2
Current Expenditure/^1,000 Personal Income, FY 2001

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.

Expenditures include all operating expenditures o f the
schools from federal, state, and local sources. It excludes
capital expenditures and debt service. It should be noted that
higher spending levels may be expected to provide good
schools, but does not guarantee immunity to lawsuits
challenging the adequacy o f school funding. For example,
Wyoming spends considerably more per student, but lost an
adequacy suit in 1995.
While per-pupil spending shows the resources expended
to provide education, we recognize that states vary consider
ably in their income levels. Using current school expendi
tures per $1,000 o f personal income, Figure 2 shows Montana
exceeding the national average, as well as most states in the
West. In 2003, per-capita income of Montanans was 82
percent of the U.S. average and below most states in the
West.
Public schools are funded primarily from taxes at the state
and local levels. Figure 3 illustrates the tax burden relative to
income. Montana taxes its citizens below the national
average and near the middle o f Western states. An obvious
question is: How can Montana tax at the average level and
spend at an above-average level on public schools? Several
factors allow this - primarily, the higher federal match rates

in programs such as TANF and Medicaid mean that rela
tively less state tax funding is required for these programs.
Also, relatively higher income from non-tax sources such as
trust-fund interest allows expenditures to be higher without
increasing taxes. And a relatively higher priority is placed on
public school funding.
Figures 1 and 2 indicate relatively
strong support for public schools.
Individual school districts may have
residents who want more or less
services from their schools, have
different educational needs, or face
different competitive pressures for
hiring teachers. Our funding
system recognizes differences for
size and program, and allows
districts to vary their general fund
expenditure levels within the
range o f 80 to 100 percent of
the maximum set in statutory
entitlement schedules (with
some exceptions). The 80 to 100
percent range has been generally
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Figure 3
State and Local Taxes, Percent off Income, FY 2003

Source: Tax Foundation.

Table 1
Comparison off District per Pupil
Current Expenditures, FY 2002
C u rren t
E x p e n d ltu re / P u p il
S ta te

D istrict

A rizona

Yuma

Id a h o

Id a h o F alls

5,574

U tah

O g d en C ity

5,613

S ou th D ak ota

R a pid C ity

5,648

Id a h o

P o ca te llo

5,778

U tah

P rovo

5,848

M on ta n a

G re a t F a lls

5,8 52

N ew M ex ico

S a n ta Fe

5,860

C o lo r a d o

G reeley

5,953

N orth D ak ota

B ism a rck

6,022

M on ta n a

B illin g s

6,0 32

S ou th D ak ota

S io u x F a lls

6,067

A rizona

F la g sta ff

6,215

C o lo ra d o

P u e b lo

6,270

N ew M ex ico

R osw ell

6,362

C o lo ra d o

L ittleton

6,473

O regon

M ed ford

6,589

W a sh in gton

R en ton

6,615

N orth D ak ota

F a rgo

6,768

W a sh in gton

K en n ew ick

6,802

W a sh in gton

B ellin gh a m

6,884

O regon

B en d

6,973

N evada

E lko

7,003

M on ta n a

M isso u la

7,007

5,305

O regon

E u gen e

7,182

W yom in g

L aram ie

7,492

W a sh in gton

Y akim a

7,564

N atron a C o.
W yom in g

(C asper)

7,870

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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viewed as the maximum range allowable,
while still meeting the obligation to
equitably fund schools.
It has been argued Montana has a large
number o f smaller schools that spend
more per student, making the statewide
average comparison o f expenditure per
student invalid when considering larger
Montana districts. In Table 1, per-student
expenditures o f a sample o f large Montana
districts are compared to large districts in
other Western states. As this table
indicates, Montana expenditures in larger
districts compare quite well with bordering
states o f North and South Dakota and
Idaho, while being somewhat lower than
Wyoming. Large districts in more populous
states like Washington, Oregon, and
Colorado spend at only marginally higher
rates.
The largest expense in school budgets
is teacher salaries. Figure 4 compares
Montana teacher salaries to the United
States and other Western states, and
confirms our relatively lower salary levels.
The average teacher salary in Montana is
below the national average and below
most Western states only exceeding North
and South Dakota in our region. O f
course, salary levels in individual districts
in Montana vary significantly, ranging
from under $25,000 in some rural districts
to over $40,000 in some large districts.
Many Western states have higher
income levels and can more easily afford
higher salaries. As indicated in Figure 5,
when expressed as a percentage o f state
per-capita income, M ontana’
s teacher
salaries are within the range o f other
states in the West. This merely reflects the
lower income levels in Montana relative
to the United States and most Western
states.
As with expenditure levels, the fact
that Montana teacher salaries, after
adjustment to reflect relative income
t
levels o f states, are about average doesn’
mean that districts may not be experienc
ing difficulty attracting teachers. After all,
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Figure 4
Average Teacher Salary, 2002-2003

Figure 5
Ratio Average Teacher Salary to Per Capita Income, 2003

Source: National Education Association.

an individual comparing offers for a teaching job may be
more interested in the amount he or she will be paid than
how it compares to other people in the same state.

Recent Historical Data on
School Funding in Montana

School funding in Montana has gone through several
changes in the last decade. Overall spending has increased
substantially, though not at steady rates. The annual percent
increase in total statewide school general fund budgets since
1992 has ranged from 1 percent to 5 percent. Since the
implementation o f the current funding formula in 1994,
overall budget growth has remained under 4 percent per year.

During this period, school enrollments fell by approximately
8,000, first increasing by nearly 10,000 from 1992 to 1996,
then falling by nearly 18,000 from 1996 to 2004.
When looked at on a per-student basis, there was slower
overall budget growth in earlier years when enrollment was
growing, and more rapid growth in later years when enroll
ment was declining.
Major factors affecting a district’
s growth rate are increas
ing or declining enrollment, local support for increased
spending, and whether the district has reached the caps.
From fiscal year 1995 to fiscal year 2001, districts with
increasing enrollments —and which had not reached the cap
—experienced 31.6 percent budget growth as a group. For the
same period, districts with declining enrollments that had
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reached the cap experienced 9.1 percent budget growth.
Overall, school districts’general fund budgets grew 15.7
percent during this period. To some extent, that is what
should be expected from an equalizing system - growth is
facilitated for those at lower spending levels and increasing
needs (as demonstrated by increasing enrollments) and
restraint is applied to those with higher spending levels and
decreasing needs. Had it not been for caps, the growth rates
would certainly have been higher.
More districts appear to be reaching caps during time of
declining enrollments. In fiscal year 2001, 47 percent of
districts with declining enrollments between 1995 and 2001
were at or within 1 percent o f reaching their cap, while only
19 percent o f districts with increasing enrollments reached
the limit. Districts seem unable to make the reductions
necessary - or they need more time to carry out the actions
necessary - to bring budgets in line with enrollment changes.
As districts increase spending beyond the BASE (80percent) level, district property taxes pay a larger portion of
the total general fund budget. When the current funding
structure was enacted, the entitlements were set in such a
way that many districts were below or very near the BASE
level and few were at or over the maximum. However, as the
years have passed and districts have moved to the BASE (as
required by law) or increased budgets toward maximum, the
share paid by district levies has increased. In addition, the
pattern o f state aid has shifted some in the past several years
as the Legislature reduced taxes and reimbursed districts for
the lost tax revenue directly, rather than increasing state
equalization aid - and have increased the portion o f the
BASE that is fully funded by the state (Direct State Aid) and
reduced the portion requiring local participation (GTB).

Summary

Financial support for Montana public schools compares
well with other states in the West, and is especially strong
when relative income levels are considered. Teacher salaries
are low, but in proportion with state income levels. State and
local tax levels in relation to income reflect averages in the
West.
School budgets in total have maintained growth in the
face o f declines in enrollment. The experience o f individual
districts has been quite varied, with historically higher
spending districts that experience enrollment declines being
pushed to make absolute reductions in general fund budgets
as they reach statutory caps.O
Curt Nichols recently retired after 30 years in Montana state
budgeting, the first 16 o f these with the Legislative Fiscal Division
and the remainder with the Governor’
s Office o f Budget and
Program Planning.
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How far you go financially often
depends on the power of your team.
There’
s a team in Montana dedicated to serving the unique needs of individuals
with investment portfolios. Your local Wells Fargo Wealth Management Team is
made up of specialists in investment management, private banking, and trust and
estate planning. Working together with your other professional advisors, our team
can provide you with personalized service and a customized wealth management
strategy that will help you meet your objectives for your assets, your family, and
the causes you care about.
For more information, contact Wells Fargo Private Client Services — we have six
Montana locations to serve you.
175 N. 27th Street
Billings, MT 59101
(406) 657-3496

211 W. Main Street
Bozeman, MT 59715
(406) 582-5143

21 Third Street North
Great Falls, M T 59401
(406) 454-5490

350 Last Chance Gulch
Helena, MT 59601
(406) 447-2050

201 1st Avenue East
Kalispell, MT 59901
(406) 756-4055

1800 Russell
Missoula, MT 59801
(406) 327-6233

| Investment Products:

►NOT FDIC Insured

►NO Bank Guarantee

►MAY Lose Value |

Private Client Services provides financial products and services through various banking
and brokerage affiliates o f Wells Fargo & Company.

rT l

PRIVATE CLIENT SERVICES
©2004 Wells Fargo Bank, N.A.
M em ber FDIC
WM06009 (200304533 05/03)
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